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GEE EERE _ 


The AC-130A Spectre gunship first appeared 
in the sky in 1967. This was during the 
Vietnam War (1965-1975). The U.S. Air Force 
built this attack plane by loading huge cargo 
planes with computers, machine guns, and 
cannons. To use these weapons effectively, 
special sensors were used to find the enemy 
on the ground. These high-tech military 
devices made the AC-130A a great success. 
This led to further production of this model, 
as well as later models: the AC-130E, AC- 
130H, and AC-130U. 

Some of these models have seen their 
share of military action in the last ten years. 
In 1989-90, Spectres were used in Panama, a 
republic in the Caribbean, during Operation 
Just Cause. In 1991, they provided close air 
support to land troops in Kosovo, Yugoslavia. 

The AC-130 Spectre has become a strong 
weapon against enemy ground troops in 
today's battlefields. 


The AC-130A Spectre gunship first 
took to the air in 1987. 
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THIS PLANE 
CAN FIGHT! 


The AC-130 Spectre gunship is a huge plane. 
It was not designed to be a gunship at all. The 
AC-130 was a cargo plane called the C-130. As 
a cargo plane, it carried troops, weapons, 
vehicles, and bombs. In 1967, the U.S. Air 
Force decided to use the C-130 for a different 
purpose. They placed several cannons and 
machine guns inside the plane and began to 
use it against the enemy. The AC-130 is able 
to fly low and slow. This makes it a good fight- 
ing plane against targets on the ground. 
However, being so low and slow, the plane is 
open to enemy fire. That's why the Spectre 


Spectre in the sky: the AC-130 in flight 
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eunship flies at night. If the enemy cant see 
it, then the plane is harder to hit. 

With all its firepower and its size, the AC- 
130 Spectre became a huge success at 
destroying the enemy. How did it become 
successful so quickly? Why is it still a good 
fighting airplane thirty years later? There are 
many answers to these questions. The three 
most important reasons for its success are its 
firepower, its high-tech electronic equip- 
ment, and its ability to be changed as tech- 
nology changes. During its thirty-year his- 
tory, it has earned its mythic nickname, the 
“Fighting Herk.” 


A CARGO PLANE 


TURNED INTO A GUNSHIP 

A half-dozen cannons were bolted to the left 
side of a C-130 cargo plane. Some high-tech 
electronic equipment was added that would 
allow the crew to pinpoint targets as well as 
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steer the plane in the dark. These changes 
made a cargo plane into a flying battleship. 


The Plane 
The C-130 cargo plane is able to carry about 
85,000 pounds. That's more than 40 tons! To 
be able to carry this weight, the plane has to 
be big. From wing tip to wing tip (wingspan), 
the C-130 measures 132 feet. The plane is 97 
feet, 9 inches long, and 38 feet, 3 inches high. 
The C-130 is the size of half a football field. 
When it was outfitted with its guns, can- 
nons, and electronic equipment, the cargo 
plane became the AC-130 Spectre flying 
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gunship. The “A” was used to show that the 
plane was an attack plane. 

What is special about the AC-130 is that it 
does not carry cargo. It is an attack plane. 
Except for its ammunition, guns, and crew, 
the plane flies empty. Flying light, the AC-130 
has the ability to turn quickly and fly slower 
than such a big plane usually does. This 
allows the plane to fly its missions with 
greater success. 


The AC-130 is an attack plane 
specially made for battle, 


This Plane can Fight! 


MODIFIED GUNSEIPS 

The AC-130 Spectre gunship has gone 
through many changes during its thirty 
years. Since this attack plane's creation, the 
United States has improved and perfected 
the AC-130. Each change has met the needs 
of the U.S. Air Force. The first Spectre flying 
gunship was given the letter “A” following its 
letter and number name. There have been 
many models since. They include the AC- 
130E, the AC-130C, the AC-130H, and the AC- 
130U. 

These modified gunships are all improve- 
ments on the original model flown during the 
Vietnam War. Each is the result of changes 
made to weapons and electronic technology. 
These changes were needed so that the 
planes could compete against an enemy's 
improved technology. The AC-130 has devel- 
oped into a more deadly and more powerful 
high-tech weapon. 
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WEAPONS 


AND 


DEFENSE SYSTEMS 


All of the guns on any AC-130 stick out from 
the left side of the plane. This is because the 
plane flies in a pylon turn (circle) while it 
attacks its ground targets. Gunners fire 
repeatedly from inside that circle until the 
target is destroyed. The Spectre is the only 
plane in the world that attacks an enemy in 
this way. 


Each AC-130 has two 20mm Gatling guns. 
The Gatling gun is a rapid-firing machine 


The gunship comes armed to the teeth. 
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gun that has seven barrels. These barrels are 
fed bullets that fire from the gun at three- 
thousand rounds each minute. Such firepow- 
er can rip apart an enemy jeep, truck, or train 
as easily as you can tear apart a paper bag. 
After an attack from such guns, only chunks 
and pieces of a target remain. 


Cannons 

The AC-130 also has two different kinds of 
cannons. Cannons shoot a much larger bullet 
than does a gun. These bullets are called 
shells. 

The Spectre has two 40-mm Bofors can- 
nons. These cannons shoot a shell that is 
more than 1 1/2 inches wide. Cannons give 
the gunship an added firepower that allows it 
to fight against armored vehicles, buildings, 
and protected enemy positions. 

The Spectre also has one 105-mm M102 
Howitzer cannon. The Howitzer shell is more 
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than four inches wide. It can destroy an 
enemy tank. 

With all these weapons, the flying gunship 
looks as if it can rip apart anything on the 
ground. It probably can. However, the plane 
does not simply fire blindly at the ground. 
That kind of plan only works if the enemy 
happens to be where the bullets and shells 
hit. Such an attack usually will end in failure. 
Instead, each AC-130 has special electronic 
equipment to “see” the enemy. Once seen, 


The gunship has a 105-mm M102 Howitzer cannon. 
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the guns and cannons are aimed at the 
enemy. Once aimed, the weapons are fired 
and continue firing until the enemy has been 
destroyed. 


THE SENSORS 

The electronic equipment that each AC-130 
Spectre carries includes scanners and sen- 
sors. These machines are as important to a 
successful mission as are the weapons. Some 
of these electronic devices help the crew to 
locate the enemy and aim the weapons. 
Others help the crew to keep the plane clear 
or safe from enemy ground fire. 


FLIR and Side Radar g 

The forward looking infrared radar (FLIR) 
system helps the plane locate objects in front 
of the plane. Radar sends electronic signals 
into the air. These signals bounce off things 
that are in the air or on the ground. The 
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signals return to the radar instrument and 
show up on a video screen. Infrared radar is 
able to go through darkness, clouds, ice, and 
sand. Its ability to “see” through all kinds of 
weather helps the gunship find its targets. 


This radar is used to locate and lock onto 
enemy targets. Its signals search the ground 
for heat, movement, or electronic signals 
from enemy targets. Once found, the radar 
holds onto these targets electronically. When 
the Spectre locates an enemy and has it in its 
sights, it can begin firing its weapons at the 


target. 
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All-Light Level Television (ALLTV) 
The ALLTV is another targeting sensor that 
locates an enemy target on the ground. This 
system is a television system that is able to 
see in the dark. Its sensors use the available 
light that the human eye cannot see. This 
light is used by the electronics to produce 
shapes on a video screen. 


Fire Control System 

The fire control system is an electronic sys- 
tem that aims the guns and cannons at the 
enemy target on the ground. This system is 
used by either the pilot or the fire control 
officer. They use this system when the enemy 
has been located by one of the radar systems. 
When the enemy is located and locked, the 
pilot or the fire control officer can aim the 
guns. They use an automatic aiming device 
that works with the gun sights. The guns are 
aimed at the ground targets onto which the 
radar screen has locked. 


Lar: 
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The AC-130 has special sensors 
that help the crew to spot the enemy. 


DEFENSIVE SYSTEMS 

The AC-130 Spectre planes have electronic 
defensive systems to help them against 
enemy fire. One system finds and warns the 
crew that enemy radar is tracking them. The 
other system jams enemy radar. 


Radar Homing and Warning 
This device searches the electronic airwaves 
for enemy radar waves. An enemy might have 
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a radar station on the ground. This station 
can track the direction in which the Spectre is 
flying. When the Spectre is being tracked, the 
enemy radar operators can tell their own 
troops where to shoot at the plane. 

Enemy radar also can come from a missile 
that has been shot at the Spectre. Some types 
of missiles use radar to lock onto and follow a 
target until it hits that target. This type of 
missile is a radar homing missile. The radar 
homing and warning device on Spectre gun- 
ships finds and warns the crew. The crew 
either can jam the missile's radar or shoot 
flares to attract its attention. 


ALQ-172 Radar Jammer W 

This ALO-172 radar jammer is used to inter- 
rupt enemy radar signals. Enemy radar 
becomes “jammed” when it can no longer 
track a target. The Spectre gunships can jam 
enemy radar stations that are ground-based. 


The ALQ-172 radar jammer sits on the 
left side of the nose of the Fighting Herk. 


This allows the planes to circle and begin 
attacking without fear of being shot down. 
The ALQ-172 also can jam radar homing 
missiles. When a missiles homing radar 
becomes jammed, it can no longer home in 
on the plane. However, there are times when 
the ALQ-172 cannot work properly. One rea- 
son for this failure is if a missile is heat- 
seeking. This kind of missile tracks and locks 
onto the heat produced by the plane's 
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engines. This kind of missile cannot be 
jammed. At this point, the plane must use its 
chaff. 


Chaff and Flares 

Radar homing, heat-seeking, and other mis- 
siles are used against aircraft. If a plane can- 
not jam radar signals, then chaff and flares 
are used. These defensive devices do not 
always work. However, they are better than 
having nothing at all to defend against an 
enemy. 

Chaff is small metal pieces that are shot 
out the back of the plane as it flies. These 
metal fragments can make a missile miss a 
plane. This happens because the metal 
pieces attract the radar homing missile. Once 
the missile homes in on the chaff, it misses 
the plane. However, if a homing missile is too 
close to a plane, chaff will not work. This is 
because the metal that the plane is made of is 
a much better target for the missile than the 
small chaff. 


The gunship can drop flares 
to confuse enemy aircraft. 


Flares are used against heat-seeking mis- 
siles. Flares are objects that burn brightly and 
hotly when set off. If a heat-seeking missile is 
far enough away from the plane, flares can be 
used. Flares send out enough heat to attract a 
missile that works by tracking the heat of a 
plane. Once a heat-seeking missile aims for 
the flares, the plane is safe. 


HARI 


THE 


SPECTRE GUNSHIP CREW 


There are fourteen crew members aboard an 
AC-130 Spectre gunship. The plane is 
uncomfortable and loud. Crew members are 
crammed into small spaces. They are sur- 
rounded by electronic equipment and 
ammunition. Yet, somehow, the plane is able 
to fly to its target and destroy it. This happens 
because the crew works together as one unit 
to complete each mission. 


The pilot and copilot sit in the cockpit. The 
pilot flies the plane and is the aircraft 


The pilot and copilot sit in the Pari cockpit. 
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commander. He has two important jobs. He 
flies the plane to and from the target, and he 
fires the weapons. The pilot receives his 
orders before the Spectre gunship takes off. 
He knows where the target is from these 
orders. He studies maps to learn the area over 
which he will fly. While the plane is in the air, 
the pilot directs the crew during the mission. 
They take orders from him and do their jobs 
as quickly as they can. 

The pilot receives information about the 
enemy from “the booth.” The booth is where 


This AC-130 is getting ready for takeoff. 
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electronic experts sit in the plane and search 
for the enemy. They use the electronic radar 
equipment. When the enemy position is 
located, the pilot circles the area. As the 
plane circles the target, the pilot orders other 
crew members to load the guns. When the 
guns are ready, the pilot can aim the guns at 
the targets and shoot. 

The copilot helps the pilot fly the plane. 
He also acts as a spotter by scanning the 
ground for signs of the enemy. The copilot 
also can fly the plane if the pilot is unable to 
fly it during the mission. 


THE BOOTH 

The booth is directly behind the cockpit. The 
three crew members inside the booth are 
surrounded by electronic equipment. Their 
offensive and defensive radar scans the air 
and the ground as the plane flies toward its 
target. The electronic war officer (EWO) 
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watches over two sensor operators. The sen- 
sor operators give the EWO information 
about the target and the target area. The 
EWO then relays this information to the pilot. 
The pilot uses such information to begin the 
Spectre's attack. Some information may 
cause the pilot to break off the attack. 


THE GUN DECK CREW 

The gun deck sits behind the booth. The gun 
deck is a long, wide compartment that holds 
the guns. These machine guns and cannons 
face the left side of the plane. On the right 
side is stored the ammunition that is loaded 
into the guns and cannons. 

The gun deck crew includes a right scan- 
ner and the weapons crew. The right scanner 
looks through a window at the ground. Like 
the copilot, he scans the ground for enemy 
position and the position of the Spectre. The 
gunship must be in a proper position to fire 


The gun deck crew is responsible for 
loading the gunship's weapons. 
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its guns. As already explained, the AC-130 
Spectres fly in a pylon position. This circle 
route is used to allow the guns to fire con- 
stantly at the target. 

The weapons crew maintains the readi- 
ness ofthe guns and cannons. This crew does 
not fire the weapons. Instead, they make sure 
that the guns are loaded and firing properly. 
As the guns and cannons fire, the weapons 
crew feed them more ammunition. If a shell 
gets stuck while firing, a member of the 
weapons crew clears the jam. Once clear, the 
gun can continue firing. 

During their firing, the guns and cannons 
spit out used shells. The weapons crew uses 
shovels to pick up all this “brass.” They store 
these used shells in canvas bags. The shells 
will be recycled for a future mission. 

During combat, all AC-130 Spectre crews 
are in danger. They fly missions to fight an 
enemy. You can be sure that the enemy is 
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fighting back as best it can. If the Spectre 
crews work together and do their jobs prop- 
erly, they have a great chance of completing 
their missions. A successful mission means 
that they have destroyed the enemy and 
returned to base safely. 


Watch out— the gunship is on the attack! 
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COMBAT OPERATIONS 


For more than thirty years, AC-130 Spectre 
gunships have been a huge part of protecting 
ground troops and attacking slow-moving 
targets (such as troop and cargo trucks and 
trains). What follows is a description of how 
the plane operates during a mission and 
where the plane has been used. 


The AC-130 Spectre gunship played an 
important part in the Vietnam War. Its crew 
was in the air to destroy trucks, troops, and 
anything else that was coming across the 


The Spectre gunship can be used to pci zu 
cargo for troops on land. i ar 
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dividing line between South Vietnam and 
communist North Vietnam. Spectres were 
very successful on such missions. 

Later in the war, the Spectre was used to 
help ground troops move through enemy 
positions. It also was used to destroy enemy 
buildings and troops. During this time, the 
Spectre began to gain more respect with the 
military because of its great success. The 


The U.S. military used the 
gunship during the Gulf War (1991). 
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military began to put better guns and can- 
nons on the ship. Then it could destroy larger 
and more powerful enemy positions. 


GRENADA AND PANAMA 

During the 1980s, the Spectre gunship con- 
tinued to see action in places such as 
Grenada (Operation Urgent Fury) and 
Panama (Operation Just Cause). The planes 
were used-to fire on the enemy while U.S. 
troops and other friendly troops were close 
by. There isnt another aircraft in the world 
that can fire so close to its own troops and 
still hit the enemy. 


1990s CONFLICTS 

In the 1990s, the Spectre gunship saw even 
more combat. During the Gulf War (1991) 
and in Somalia (Operation Restore Hope, 
1992), the gunship flew combat missions that 
helped friendly troops to attack the enemy. 
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They were successful in helping friendly 
troops move and in targeting and destroying 
enemy troops and facilities. 

Most recently, AC-130 gunships were used 
in Kosovo. Kosovo is a region of Yugoslavia 
that was at civil war. Serbians were killing 
ethnic Albanians. The United States and 
other countries saw that the Albanians living 
in Kosovo needed help. The Albanians began 
to leave Kosovo as war refugees. In 1999, the 
U.S. Air Force used AC-130 Spectre gunships 
to stop the Serbians from harming the 
Albanian refugees. The planes circled enemy 
ground troops and fired on them. Such mis- 
sions allowed thousands of Albanians to flee 
Kosovo unharmed. 


BATTLE LOSSES 

The Spectre flying gunships have not been 
perfect during their missions. A Spectre was 
shot down six times during the Vietnam War 


This AC-130 dropped flares over Kosovo, 
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An AC-130 in flight is a beautiful sight! 


by enemy fire. During the Gulf War, one gun- 
ship was shot down. In Somalia, a Spectre 
crashed when some of its ammunition 
exploded. Eight of its fourteen crew members 
died in this accident. N 

As you can see, combat is dangerous. 
However, the AC-130 Spectre has had great 
success at not getting shot down during its 
missions. Several things have allowed this 
plane to be so successful. The Spectre flies its 
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missions at night. The Spectre fires many 
guns and cannons at its target all the time it 
is in the air circling the target. The Spectre 
also has defensive electronic equipment. 
These are the three most important parts of 
this plane’s defense. 


TBE FUTURE OF THE FIGETING HERK 
If the history of the Spectre gunship has 
taught us anything, its that the planes need 
to be adaptable. Wherever the mission, the 
AC-130 Spectre gunships have been there. 
Their readiness and firepower have saved 
civilians and friendly troops. Whether in the 
jungle of Southeast Asia, the desert in the 
Middle East or, most recently, in Europe and 
the crisis in Kosovo, this aircraft has adjusted 
and succeeded in its mission. 

You can be sure of one thing. The AC-130 
Spectres will continue to develop as technol- 
ogy becomes better. 
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Flight deck for the pilot 


| Tail end where the flare 
launcher is kept 


The duckbill on the tail of 
the aircraft contains the 
emergency locator beacon. | | 
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ammunition bullets and explosives that are 
fired from guns and cannons 

brass outer covers of ammunition 

cargo goods that are carried by trains, 
planes, and trucks 

chaff metal pieces shot from behind planes 
to interrupt homing missiles 

flares objects that burn brightly and hotly 
to interrupt heat-seeking missiles 

gunship an airplane that has machine guns 
and cannons fixed to it 

homing going to the place or thing at which 
something is aimed 

Howitzer a short cannon that fires large 
bullets 

infrared radar electronic detection device 
that can be used in all kinds of weather 

jam to be stuck or caught on something 
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legendary a person or thing with a history 
that people believe 

missile a rocket that carries a bomb to 
someplace 

mission a task that people are sent to com- 
plete 

mythic a made-up story that tells some- 
thing about life 

pinpoint to aim at something in an exact 
spot 

pylon turn a circular turn that a plane 
makes 

radar (RAdio Detection And Ranging) an 
electronic device that locates objects in 
the air and on the ground 

sensors a device that sends a signal when it 
captures light, sound, heat, or pressure 

shells ammunition 
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Web Sites 

The AC130 Gunship 
http://home.imcnet.net/?6 7Ekrstofer/newa- 
sos/ac130.htm 

This site explains the features and back- 
ground of the AC-130 gunship. It also pro- 
vides a history of the use of the plane. 


Air Force Link 

www.af.mil/index.html 

The official site of the U.S. Air Force. View 
pictures and learn what its primary missions 
are. It includes details of the plane's special 
features. 


The Aviation Zone 
www.TheAviationZone.com 

This site provides a history of the gunship. It 
also includes an extensive image gallery and 
links to other aviation sites. 
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